In this issue... 


Records disposition involves the 
planning of the life cycle of all 
records, the preservation of ar- 
chival records and the destruction 
of those records that have outlived 
their usefulness. These are all con- 
cerns of anyone attempting to 
manage information as a corporate 
resource. 


m A New Approach 
to Disposition 


On November 30, 1990, the National 
Archivist wrote to deputy heads of 
federal departments and agencies, 
proposing to work with them in plan- 
ning the systematic disposition of their 
records. 


Despite the quantity of archival records 
preserved to date, gaps remain in the 
records of government. Itis also neces- 
sary to consider the cost to government 
of storing now-worthless records — 
records that cannot be destroyed 
without the Archivist’s authorization. 


Dr. Wallot proposed to phase in the 
new approach over a five-year period. 
The Archives would contact a number 
of departments and agencies each 
year to develop a records disposition 
plan. 


This plan will cover the sequence in 
which an institution’s programs will be 
reviewed and the manner in which they 
will be approached, and it will set out a 
time frame for the preparation and 
review of disposition submissions. 
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National Archivist Jean-Pierre Wallot, with Ralph Westington (left), the Director of Disposi- 
tion and Evaluation, and Eldon Frost (right), the Director of Government Archives Division. 
Westington, Frost and their staffs are working with Archives’ clients to put the new approach 
to records disposition into practice. The three are examining an optical disc on which 
electronic records from the Trade Negotiations Office were transferred to the Archives. 


A submission would normally cover all 
records of a branch, sector or direc- 
torate. The information required in a 
submission will be limited to the mini- 
mum needed by the National Archivist 
to identify the records as archival or 
historic, or to consent to their destruc- 
tion. 


Deputy heads responded positively to 
the National Archivist’s proposal. 
Recognition of the importance of cor- 
porate memory, support for a planned 
approach, and general agreement with 
the suggested timing characterized 
replies. w 


m@ Basis in 
Legislation 
The National Archives of Canada Act 


was proclaimed on June 11, 1987. The 
evolution of disposition practices within 


the federal government had formerly 
been supported by the Public Records 
Order (P.C. 1966-1749) and, more 
recently, by Treasury Board policy. The 
Act provides a strong legislative foun- 
dation for the mandate of the National 
Archives concerning the disposition of 
institutional and ministerial records. 


The overall mandate of the National 
Archives is stated in Subsection 4(1) of 
the Act. As a cultural institution, the 
Archives acquires and preserves 
records of national significance. 
"Record" is defined as it is in the Ac- 
cess to Information Act and encompas- 
ses all documentary material regard- 
less of physical form or characteristics. 


Subsection 5(1) of the Act specifies 
that no record under the control of a 
government institution and no mini- 
sterial record shall be destroyed or dis- 
posed of without the consent of the 


Canada 


National Archivist. Subsections 5(2) 
and 5(3) provide for direct examination 
of records for which the Archivist has 
received a disposition request. 


Subsection 6(1) states that the records 
of a government institution and mini- 
sterial records that, in the opinion of the 
Archivist, are of historic or archival im- 
portance are to be transferred to the 
care and control of the Archivist. The 
timing and conditions of the transfer 
are to be specified in schedules or 
agreements between the Archivist and 
the institution or person responsible for 
the records. 


Ministerial records are a new category 
of record that documents the official 
business conducted by the minister as 
head of a government institution. 
These records are not, however, under 
the control of the institution. The in- 
clusion of this category in the legisla- 
tion was intended to ensure the trans- 
fer of this type of information to the 
National Archives. Previously, these 
records were regarded as a minister’s 
personal papers and were donated to 
the Archives at the minister's discre- 
tion. | 


w Historical 
Perspective 


Early records retention and disposition 
practices were more concerned with 
effectiveness and economy than with 
the historical significance of records. 


In December 1889, the Post Office 
Department developed the first federal 
records schedule when it approached 
Cabinet requesting a standard five- 
year retention period for certain routine 
financial documents. Cabinet ap- 
proved the request, after adding 
several amendments based on British 
records disposition practices. 


Over the next 50 years, a royal com- 
mission and Treasury Board reinforced 
the notion that government depart- 
ments should obtain Treasury Board 
authorization before destroying 
records. 


Meanwhile, Canada’s first archives 
legislation (1912) permitted the 
Dominion Archivist* to acquire records 
by various means, but specified no re- 
quirement that the memory of govern- 


ment be preserved, nor any process for 
carrying out such a mission. 


One repercussion of World War Il was 
a huge increase in the quantity of 
government records. At war's end, 
there was concern for the custody, 
transfer, and destruction of records of 
organizations that had ceased opera- 
tions. 


An interdepartmental Advisory Com- 
mittee on Public Records, formed in 
1944 at the request of the prime mini- 
ster, recommended the creation of a 
permanent committee on public 
records that would report to Treasury 
Board. Established in September 
1945, the Public Records Committee 
was chaired by the secretary of state. 
The Dominion Archivist served as vice- 
chairman. 


The committee gradually made 
progress in coordinating and control- 
ling the methods and procedural steps 
relating to the disposition of public 
records. Whereas the emphasis of ear- 
lier years had been placed mainly on 
the need to destroy records of no fur- 
ther operational use, submissions 
were now scrutinized to ensure the 
preservation of records of enduring 
value. 


In 1956, a special committee of the 
Records Management Association 
developed a records schedule cover- 
ing administrative topics which could 
be considered common to all depart- 
ments and agencies. The resulting ad- 
visory guide (1957) led to the General 
Records Disposal Schedules of the 
Government of Canada (first edition 
1963). The 1963 manual gave disposi- 
tion authority for housekeeping records 
without further reference to the Public 
Records Committee. 


The Royal Commission on Govern- 
ment Organization (Glassco, 1962) 
cast a critical eye on the paperwork 
produced by government. The com- 
mission endorsed a Public Records 
Committee finding in its report: 


We therefore recommend that: the al- 
location of responsibility for public 
records and the establishment of rules 
for their disposal be governed by legis- 
lation. 


While legislation was not immediately 
forthcoming, a first step was taken in 


1966: the Public Records Order (P.C. 
1966-1749) delineated the disposition- 
related responsibilities of departments, 
Treasury Board and the Public Ar- 
chives of Canada. The Dominion Ar- 
chivist now became the ultimate 
authority for approving records 
schedules submitted by federal 
government institutions. This authority 
was strengthened by the passage of 
the National Archives of Canada Act in 
1987. 


The importance of an effective records 
scheduling and disposition program 
has also been emphasized in recent 
years by the Records Management 
policy (1983), the Privacy Act (1983) 
and the Management of Government 
Information Holdings policy (1989). 


The demands currently facing govern- 
ment in the area of records disposition 
are formidable, but not entirely new. A 
century ago, sound records manage- 
ment increased effectiveness and 
economy. In mid-century, increasing 
emphasis was placed on saving valu- 
able records from destruction. Now, we 
are confronted with multiple media and 
relentless technological change. The 
Government-wide Disposition Plan 
ushers in a comprehensive response 
to these, our latest challenges. Fs] 


*The 1987 Act changed Dominion Archivist 
to National Archivist and Public Archives of 
Canada to National Archives of Canada. 


mw Disposition 


The Archives uses disposition as an 
umbrella term for the three forms which 
the disposition of records takes in the 
federal government. 


The first is transfer for preservation. 
Records of archival or historic value 
are given to the National Archives. 
Roughly five per cent of the records of 
federal departments and agencies end 
up in the Archives. 


The second is destruction. Paper 
records of no further use to anybody 
eventually wind up in a recycling plant 
or in the city dump. In the case of 
electronic data, the records are often 
simply deleted. 


The third form is alienation. Records 
sometimes pass out of the hands of the 


federal government when respon- 
sibilities are transferred to provincial or 
territorial governments, or when an 
agency or program is privatized. i 


m@ MGIH Supports 
New Approach 


The Management of Government In- 
formation Holdings policy (MGIH) was 
issued by the Treasury Board 
Secretariat in August 1989. One of the 
policy’s major thrusts is to identify and 
conserve information holdings that 
document policy and program 
decisions or have "historical or archival 
importance." 


The policy calls for government institu- 
tions to organize their information in 
one or more structured classification 
systems that can be used to compile a 
single corporate inventory for manag- 
ing information holdings. Institutions 
are also required to ensure that all in- 
formation identified in the inventory is 
scheduled for retention and disposi- 
tion. 


Government institutions are account- 
able through their deputy heads for 
compliance with Treasury Board infor- 
mation policies. In accordance with the 
policy, each institution has designated 
a senior official who is responsible for 
the management of information hold- 
ings. This individual represents the 
deputy head to Treasury Board 
Secretariat and other central agencies 
concerned with the MGIH policy. 


Disposition plans for individual govern- 
ment institutions are to be formulated 
by the information systems analysts 
and archivists of the National Archives 
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in cooperation with officials of the 
department or agency concerned. The 
plans are then to be signed off by the 
senior official responsible for coordina- 
tion of the disposition function in the 
National Archives and the senior offi- 
cial responsible for management of in- 
formation holdings in the institution. ™ 


mw Access to 
Information 


Requests made under the Access to 
Information Act are handled by the in- 
stitution that controls the information. 


When information holdings are no 
longer of operational use to the control- 
ling institution — in other words, when 
the retention period has expired — 
records considered to be of archival 
value are transferred to the National 
Archives. 


Once information is transferred, itis the 
Archives that handles requests for ac- 
cess. The Treasury Board’s /nterim 
Policy Guide: Access to Information 
Act and The Privacy Act, however, may 
oblige the Archives to consult the in- 
stitution which transferred the records 
before granting or denying access. 
This is frequently the case if national 
security or commercial confidentiality 
is a concern. The Archivist, neverthe- 
less, has the final say in the matter. 


Asituation that causes some confusion 
arises when the retention period for 
certain records has expired, but the 
information has not been destroyed or 
transferred elsewhere. As the informa- 
tion still exists, the institution that con- 
trols it must handle any access request 
in the normal fashion. a 
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mw Books 


Books and other published material 
held by the federal government have 
important informational and cultural 
value to Canadians. As libraries ac- 
quire new publications, older and less 
relevant materials are disposed of. 


Books of little value to one library, how- 
ever, may be needed by another to fill 
a gap inits collection. Mindful of its role 
to preserve this valuable national 
asset, the National Library collects 
surplus books and other published 
materials. 


Under the provisions of the National 
Library Act, all published materials 
surplus to the requirements of a depart- 
ment or agency must be placed in the 
care and custody of the National 
Librarian. 


The Canadian Book Exchange Centre 
was established in 1973 to assist the 
National Librarian in the disposal of 
surplus materials and serve as a na- 
tional clearinghouse for the exchange 
of library material. Detailed information 
about the procedures may be obtained 
from: Chief, Canadian Book Exchange 
Centre, National Library of Canada, 
395 Wellington Street, Ottawa, Ontario 
K1A ON4. Tel: (613) 952-8904. a 


mw Completing the 
Life Cycle 


Disposition is the final stage of the in- 
formation life cycle. The life cycle ap- 
plies to information in every form and 
medium. At its most simple, a three- 
phase birth-to-death progression con- 
sists of: 


* creation or receipt of information; 
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* operational use and protection; and 
* disposition. 
An expanded description of the infor- 


mation life cycle could include six 
stages: 


Information enters an organization's 
control through internal creation, un- 
planned receipt, or search and collec- 
tion. 


The information is organized or 
processed to enhance its acces- 
sibility. 


Information is disseminated (it may 
be repackaged for transmission). 


Search and retrieval results in infor- 
mation being provided to users. The 
goal is “the right information to the 
right person at the right time." 


Information is stored, protected, con- 
trolled and maintained. Distinguish- 
ing between active, semi-active, and 
dormant records improves efficiency 
and economy. 


Disposition takes place by destruc- 
tion or by transfer to an archives. 


The life cycle of information should not 
be confused with the “systems 
development life cycle" (which is a logi- 
cal, seven-stage process used to 
develop a computer system). Rather, 
the two perspectives should be com- 
bined. After deciding what information 
is needed to fulfil its mission, an or- 
ganization should take the require- 
ments of the information life cycle into 
account during each phase of informa- 
tion systems development. B 


m General Disposi- 
tion Authorities 


The General Records Disposal 
Schedules of the Government of 
Canada (GRDS) and the “Authority for 
the Destruction of Transitory Records" 
help institutions avoid unnecessary 
storage and retrieval costs without 
compromising corporate memory. 


While operational records are unique, 
administrative records tend to be 
similar from institution to institution. 
Based on this distinction, the GRDS 


eliminates the need to submit 
schedules before disposing of ad- 
ministrative records. 


The GADS contains five approved 
records retention and disposition 
schedules covering records related to 
general administration, buildings and 
properties, equipment and supplies, 
finance, and personnel. These 
schedules: 


serve as a standard for retention 
periods of administrative records; 


identify those that are archival and 
must be transferred to the Archives; 


identify those of possible archival 
value (requiring consultation with the 
Archives before they are disposed 
of); 


authorize institutions to dispose of 
the remaining administrative records 
on the expiry of their retention 
periods; and 


provide a model for classifying ad- 
ministrative information by subject. 


Institutions which wish to keep ad- 
ministrative information longer than the 
GRDS states no longer require formal 
National Archives approval to do so— 
even for extensions beyond one year. 


Institutions should, however, inform 
the Archives of the length of the exten- 
sion and the reasons for it. This feed- 
back will help the Archives make the 
next edition of the GRDS reflect opera- 
tional requirements more accurately. 


Note that this permission to extend 
retention periods does not apply to 
federal employee information. As the 
employer, Treasury Board sets man- 
datory retention periods to meet 
Privacy Act requirements and disposi- 
tion must take place when the periods 
expire. 


A single control point in an institution 
for copies of the GRDS will help ensure 
that employees have the most recent 
edition (1986), subsequent amenda- 
ments (there have been two), and any 
departmental guidelines. The GRDS is 
available from Supply and Services 
Canada. Advice on applying the 
schedules is available from the Nation- 
al Archives. 


A second instrument, the “Authority for 
the Destruction of Transitory Records,” 
was approved by the National Archivist 
in December 1990. It states that: 


Transitory records are those records 
that are required only for a limited time 
to ensure the completion of a routine 
action or the preparation of a sub- 
sequent record. Transitory records do 
not include records required by govern- 
ment institutions or Ministers to control, 
support, or document the delivery of 
programs, to carry out operations, to 
make decisions, or to account for ac- 
tivities of government. 


The unpublished drafts of this article, 
for example, were transitory records. 
The working papers that contributed to 
the evolution of the National Archives 
of Canada Act are not transitory 
records. 


The National Archivist approved the 
authority from a “historic and archival 
importance" perspective. Transitory 
records are simply not of great interest 
to a cultural institution. 


Treasury Board and Justice, however, 
are concerned with the issue of tran- 
sitory records from administrative and 
legal perspectives. Departments must 
be certain that these factors are also 
considered before records are 
destroyed. 


The "Authority for the Destruction of 
Transitory Records" will be incor- 
porated in the next edition of the 
GRADS. Sl 


m Federal Records 
Centres 


Government institutions have records 
that need not or should not be kept 
on-site. The National Archives 
provides secure and economical 
storage and disposition services in the 
eight Federal Records Centres (FRCs) 
located across Canada. 


After setting definite retention periods 
for their records, institutions may store 
them at FRCs. The centres’ informa- 
tion retrieval systems provide rapid ac- 
cess to these records when they are 
needed for reference. 


When the retention periods expire, the 
centres transfer valuable records to the 


Archives and destroy the rest. Paper, 
tape, film and electronic records are 
destroyed on-site. The centres even 
have facilities to destroy security-clas- 
sified records according to prescribed 
procedures. The destruction facilities 
are also available for records that are 
not in the physical custody of an FRC 
— records that are brought in just to be 
destroyed. 


The FRC destruction facilities recycled 
5,500 tonnes of paper in 1990. These 
operations employ 90 workers who are 
developmentally challenged. 


The National Archives has issued a 
revised and expanded Federal 
Records Centres Users’ Guide. The 
Guide gives concise, comprehensive 
directions for preparing all types of in- 
formation holdings (paper, microform 
or magnetic media) before shipping 
them to a Federal Records Centre. 


Designed as a reference tool for opera- 
tional staff, the Guide provides 
samples of the various forms used by 
the FRCs, shows how to label con- 
tainers being shipped to the centres 
and provides instructions for retrieving 
information from an FRC.This publica- 
tion is available free of charge from the 
National Archives. Fad 


@ Personnel 
Records 


Established in 1957, the Personnel 
Records Centre (PRC) holds the 
records of former public servants — 
over 5.5 million of them. 


But it does more than simply store and 
maintain these records. On behalf of 
the National Archivist, the PRC exer- 
cises the disposition-related respon- 
sibilities defined in Privacy legislation 
for the records under its control. 


The Privacy Act (1983) and related 
regulations and policy require that per- 
sonal information be retained for at 
least two years after it was last used to 
make a decision directly affecting an 
individual. 


After someone leaves government ser- 
vice — whether military or civilian — 
the former employer keeps the records 
for one year. Then, consistent with the 
National Archives of Canada Act and 
MGIH policy, the records are trans- 
ferred to the National Archives for 
another year or longer. 


These records are primarily used to 
prove that individuals qualify for pen- 
sions, allowances and other benefits. 
Recently, departments needed 
thousands of records to calculate pay 
equity adjustments. 


As many policies apply to former public 
servants, personnel records are 
generally retained until the former 
employee reaches 80 years of age. In 
the case of military personnel, most 
records are kept until the individual 
reaches 90. 


Records in the PRC are ultimately dis- 
posed of according to the terms and 
conditions of disposition authorities ap- 
proved by the National Archivist. 
Some of these records are then 
preserved by the Archives and the 
remainder are destroyed. if] 


w Archival 
Appraisals 


Archivists specialize in the final phase 
of the information life cycle. After an 
institution has submitted a disposition 
proposal, the archivist appraises the 


records, identifying those of archival 
value. But what can the information 
manager of that institution expect from 
an archival appraisal? 


Archivists appraise institutional 
records using a specific set of criteria. 
Before even beginning an appraisal, 
archivists must have a thorough 
knowledge of the organization: its man- 
date, functions and use of records. In 
this way, archivists identify records for 
archival retention that best reflect the 
policies, programs and structure of the 
department or agency which created 
them. 


Furthermore, archivists compare 
records under appraisal with the 
records of other directorates or 
branches within the same institution. 
Archivists also make sure the informa- 
tion is not held in other government 
institutions or in existing archival hold- 
ings. These steps prevent the costly 
retention of duplicate information. 


Archivists must also have a broad 
knowledge of the informational value of 
institutional records. With this 
knowledge, archivists select records 
that will be useful to researchers inside 
and outside of government. 


The volume of information being 
created, technical factors such as a 
record’s medium, and financial factors 
such as preservation and storage costs 
influence appraisal decisions. The 
relatively few records selected for ar- 
chival retention must be of enduring 
value. 


Following their transfer to the National 
Archives, these records continue to be 
used. In fact, government officials con- 
duct nearly half of the research done at 
the Archives. al 


m Electronic Records 


Nowadays program managers and ar- 
chivists find themselves speaking the 
same language concerning electronic 
records: “We need proper documenta- 
tion!" 


Readers do not require special instruc- 
tions to read the printed page. But in 
the machine-readable world, "how-to- 
read" instructions are always needed. 


Proper documentation for an 
automated system identifies the sys- 
tem and its purpose and helps 
managers to upgrade the system, up- 
date information and solve computer- 
related problems. Documentation 
should include such things as the 
feasibility study, data dictionary, code 
books and record layout. 


The National Archives requires the 
same documentation in order to ensure 
future access to electronic data of his- 
torical value. Future researchers — 
often from the institution where the in- 
formation originated — may want to put 
old data to new uses. Data dictionaries 
and code books identify and explain 
the codes used to record data. Re- 
searchers may also want to know how 
the originating institution used the data. 
Feasibility studies will tell them why 
systems were needed and what they 
were meant to accomplish. 


After determining that an electronic in- 
formation holding should be preserved 
— and much data may simply be 
erased at the end of its retention period 
— Archives’ personnel inspect the data 
to see if it can still be read, and deter- 
mine whether the electronic data re- 
lates to information in other media. 
They ask for documentation — from 
the planning and start-up of a system 
to the present — and for related infor- 
mation on how the data was used. 


In ideal circumstances, archival re- 
quirements for the retention and dis- 
position of data are included in a sys- 
tem at the design stage. Consultations 
with technical experts at the National 
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Archives can help determine what 
those requirements are. Archival re- 
quirements could then be integrated 
with regular backup and update proce- 
dures. Subset and history files could 
also be created. 


If electronic information systems are 
designed and managed well, preserva- 
tion of historically valuable data will be 
relatively easy. If not, disposition plan- 
ning with the Archives may identify 
weaknesses and contribute to solu- 
tions. e 


@ Training 
Opportunities 


A competent staff is essential for 
preparing and carrying out a "planned 
approach" to the disposition of your 
records. 


For this reason, the National Archives 
of Canada will train key departmental 
officials responsible for developing 
records disposition submissions. 


But skilled people are also needed to 
carry out those plans, and our training 
program can help your staff develop 
the necessary skills. 


Our 1991-1992 course calendar, 
Managing Recorded Information, lists 
eight records management courses 
and one workshop. Participants can 
learn everything from the fundamen- 
tals of records management to the use 
of computer technologies in the 


management of recorded information. 
These courses also cover the informa- 
tion management legislation and 
policies of the Government of Canada. 


Of particular interest to public servants 
implementing a planned approach to 
the disposition of records are two key 
courses: "Scheduling and Disposition" 
and "Retention Plans and Disposition 
Operations." 


"Scheduling and Disposition" is a five- 
day course covering principles and 
techniques for developing and updat- 
ing retention periods for records 
(regardless of storage media), and for 
implementing disposition authorities. 


"Retention Plans and Disposition 
Operations" is a two-day regional 
course that, while reviewing techni- 
ques for setting retention periods, con- 
centrates on applying disposition 
authorities. The course also teaches 
clients how to arrange for off-site 
storage at Federal Records Centres. 


These courses support your organiza- 
tion in managing recorded information 
efficiently and effectively. And, down 
the road, the relative ease of collecting 
archival records from your well- 
managed information holdings will 
benefit the National Archives. g 
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